Puppetry at Bharatiya Lok Kala Mandal, Udaipur 


SHYAM MALI 


have been working with Bharatiya Lok Kala Mandal for almost seventeen years now. 

Today, I would like to talk to you about the Mandal’s work in the sphere of puppetry. 
This institution was founded by the late Devilal Samar. We used to call him Baba. It was 
Devilalji’s earnest desire that the art of puppetry should reach every village, every city, and 
every school in Rajasthan. For this purpose, around 1960, he invited traditional puppeteers 
to join the institution. I remember that Sagarji Bhat came to Lok Kala Mandal in that period 
and, in association with Devilal Samar, organized a big festival of traditional puppetry in a 
village called Bedla. Quite a number of artists gathered there. Till then, the Mandal had not 
yet started its work in puppetry. Among artists of the old set, Dayaramji is no longer with 
us. Tolaramji is still around. Mangilalji and Bhatiji also joined the Mandal [in that period] 
and started working here. They are all artists of the old days. Today, it is well known that 
Puppets are a very effective medium for communication. Nobody had thought so then, 
other than Samarji. He also thought that the puppets of Rajasthan should be preserved in 
their traditional form. * . 

In 1965, when Bharatiya Lok Kala Mandal got an invitation to perform abroad, Govind 
Kamik [now deceased) was there with us. He was the adopted son of Devilal Samar. The 
invitation was to an international puppetry festival in Bucharest. After a lot of effort, the 
Mandal got permission to take part in the festival. A team of four artists developed a play 
using traditional puppets — Mughal Durbar. After the performance in the festival, the jury 
declared, ‘We have no hesitation in recommending the first place to the traditional puppets 
from India, in spite of the impressive advances achieved in puppetry [in other countries} = 
modern times.’ This was what the jury of the festival said em our traditional aia 
was carried by the press the next day. It brought glory to . 

So we felt that oi should not on up our traditional style. We should pion tr 
experiments, but the traditional style shouldn't be given up . . - The way the fee on 
Puppets fin Mughal Durbar] were painted, it seemed that they weren a oe ie pot 
but living human beings. And of course the costumes and decorations a es cake 
richness of Rajasthan’s traditional puppetry. Some scenes from Mug st ia eee 
shown to you this evening, though the original puppets taken to Bucharest are no Nt 
with us. However, we have tried to preserve all the old features in the new sprivtid shorted, 
made. All the old characters are there — the snake and the snake are t [playing 
the Tabla and Sarangi players, the dancer, the horse rider, the gendwali puppe 
with a bali]. : is works 
_ Apart from string puppets, we have also worked with rod puppets. a, poet 
is meant for string puppets, I would like to inform you TO love puppets. Children 
Buddha, using rod puppets. My own experience bas largely been 
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find it easiest to learn this form of puppetry. However, on the stage of Bharatiya Lok Kala 
Mandal, the general fare is plays with string puppets; here, plays are staged daily for tourists 
coming to Udaipur. I would urge you to see the stage carefully: it is well equipped with 
lighting and sound facilities, as well as recording facilities; we use both recorded and live 
music in our shows. You will see how these facilities are used in the play to be staged this 
evening. 

We have taken up some stories with birds and animals, and I would like to show you 
some of these bird and animal puppets. The bird puppet you see here is Gorayya. The bird’s 
body is made of wood; its wings are made of wire and are padded with cotton. It needs only 
one manipulator. The wings are manipulated with a string on the puppeteer’s finger, and 
the beak of the bird opens and shuts by the use of another string, enabling it to speak 
[demonstrates]. The manipulation in the play is done by puppeteers standing on a platform 
behind the curtain. The manipulators stand on the platform — if they could sit on the 
platform, as Bhanuji suggested, it would be easier to do the work. If we could design such 
platforms, we would be able to achieve better manipulation. It should not be too difficult to 
make platforms to different specifications. 

Gorayya is a character in a Panchatantra story — a mother bird. As our play opens, 
Gorayya is perched on a tree. It is evening, and Gorayya tells her chicks to fly back to the 
nest as the elephant will soon come ambling through the forest. The chicks fly back to their 
nest on the treetop and Gorayya flaps her wings lovingly over them. Meanwhile, the elephant 
appears beneath them and lets out a roar. He sees Gorayya perched on the tree with her 
chicks and says, ‘I am the king of this jungle, so you better get down from that tree.’ Gorayya 
replies, ‘Here in the jungle everyone has equal rights.’ Enraged by this, the elephant charges 
at the tree and uproots it. The chicks fall to the ground.. 

In the play, this frog [shows puppet] occupies a central place. It hatches a plan to teach 
the elephant a lesson . . . [story discontinued]. The controls are very simple, as you can see 
for yourself. There is a string in the neck to open the frog’s mouth. There is another string 
connected to the rump. All the four legs are connected with a string, cross-wise. When it 
starts dancing to the music, you will laugh so much that your belly will start aching . . . This 
is the woodpecker [shows], Kathphoduwa, who plays the Tabla in the play while other 
characters sing to please the elephant. It plays the Tabla with its beak. We have synchronized 
the [recorded] Tabla with the bird’s pecking, so that the audience gets the impression that 
the Tabla is actually being played by the woodpecker. And then, honeybees play the 
Sarangi in this play, and you would think a Sarangi is really being played. With the help of 
instruments, we have created Gorayya’s call. She is female, so a female voice is used in the 
[taped} dialogue . . . Here is Premji who manipulates Gorayya. 

Taking up such stories, using birds and animals, we can educate our people. I would like 
my Rajasthani compatriots to think about this. 

Lighting should have a puppeteer’s full attention. Of course, if there isn’t adequate lighting 
equipment, one can make do with just two lights. But [, where possible,] we must pay 
greater attention to light effects. Only then will our performance become attractive. Sunrise 
and sunset can be suggested by lighting according to situations in a play. Sound is also 
important. There are parrots in our [Gorayya] play; the voices of alll birds can be effectively 
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used in a puppet play. 

Here at Lok Kala Mandal, we have been working with village children. They may not be 
literate, but they know all the folk stories, proverbs and sayings. We sit with them and we 
listen to them. And in conversation with them, with their participation, we create stories and 
dialogue. We make our plays by the inspiration we get from these conversations. 

Villagers in and around Udaipur come and talk to us about their social problems, family 
problems — and how they solve their problems. Stories for our plays often emerge from 
such interactions. For example, the story about the two brothers who quarrel over their 
share of ancestral land. In the play, a third person who we named Khudram intervenes in 
the dispute only to cheat both the brothers; he meets them separately and extracts money 
from them. Finally, the brothers realize that Khudram has fooled them ... When the villagers’ 
troupe trained by us staged this puppet play in the village, the real-life Khudram in the 
audience got up and left abruptly. Now the whole village mocks him, calling him Khudram! 
So, such experiments have also been made in our institution, and sometimes they have had 
remarkable effect. 

The puppeteers you see here are all associated with Bharatiya Lok Kala Mandal. Though 
we have also worked outside the institution in our individual capacities, we have mostly 
worked in association with the Mandal. Shrimati Sudha Rajhans told you about our camp in 
Jodhpur. That was my third camp, where we worked with traditional puppeteers. 

We did our first camp at Jaipur, and the second was in Udaipur. We have also leamed a 
lot from participants in this workshop. After all these years, I would still say that we know 
Precious little about puppetry. The world of puppets is a vast one, and we are still at a 
learning stage. 


DISCUSSION 


G. Venu: Shyamji, who introduced these bird and animal puppets in Lok Kala Mandal? 


Shyam Mali: Devilalji. ac? 
G. Venu: Did Devilalji bring inthe technique [for manipulation] from other count 
Shyam Mali: Yes, these controls for manipulation came when he went rol 
troupe for the [Bucharest] festival. Govind Kamik also accompanied the troupe, TheT © 
the festival, Devilalji saw puppets from other countries, and Govind are Lok Kala 
operate their controls. It is Karnik who then introduced the use of eer fingers 
Mandal; earlier, our puppeteers had been manipulating puppets only hen a full-length 
After Bucharest, an opportunity for the introduction of controls came — sone te 
play was taken up by the Mandal, and there weren't enough nian to handle the 
many puppets in the production. We then thought of using controls in ov ms Te 
Puppets in quick succession without getting the strings moles ap. Thess 
Lok Kala Mandal adopted this technique of foreign puppeteers Rajasthan adopt these 
Venkat Swaminathan: But why didn’t the traditional puppeteers a 

controls, following your example? 
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Komal Kothari: The skills of our puppeteers live in their hands. The need for [advanced 
mechanical] controls arises only when you are trying to tell a story with your puppets... In 
any case, even if you acquire these controls, which way do you go? You go in a direction 
where you may be able to create beauty through your work. Even without controls, our 
traditional puppeteers will bring alive a horse’s gallop — for example — perfectly, even 
better than puppeteers using controls. 

Uniil the time our puppeteers are confronted with the challenge of new narratorial tasks, 
they will not be persuaded to use controls. As we have seen, if they need to have a frog and 
an elephant conversing with one another, they will use controls all right. So far, it seems to 
me, the majority of traditional puppeteers in Rajasthan haven’t felt the reed for such 
narratives. New techniques will come only with new themes. If you start using controls in 
traditional plays, you will be up against all sorts of difficulties. 

Yesterday, Dadiji showed us his old puppet. Behind that puppet was a person who wanted 
the puppet to convey a certain meaning. When he showed us how the puppet was operated, 
he wasn’t only demonstrating mechanical control over the puppet. It is only when a 
communicational need of this kind arises in the minds of our traditional puppeteers that 
they will feel impelled to adopt a new technique. Now they don’t have such a need at all. 
Devilalji had worked with them, Dadi too. Before him, Rahi [at one time with the Lok Kala 
Mandal] worked with them. A number of people, over a long time, using all possible 
approaches, have tried to work with our traditional puppeteers on new lines. In spite of all 
these efforts, nothing has been accomplished. 

An individual puppeteer in the modern world would think — I have to work with my 
Puppets in a particular manner, I have to take my art in a direction determined by me. In the 
tradition, on the other hand, everything is tied up in a formula. All the puppets that you have 
Seen are products of that formula, There is a formula for making a puppet, a formula for 
manipulating puppets. As a traditional artist, you work on the basis of these formulae; you 
don’t work with puppets as a modem, individual artist would. And there are thousands of 
people who are doing Puppetry with the help of these formulae. So I.am not sure whether 
we should even try to replace the traditional practice by creating a puppet theatre solely of 
individual artists. The two categories — traditional and modem puppetry — are quite 
different, 

We have seen the Bengal puppets; they too have controls for manipulation, but these 
controls are an immediate extension of the hand — not mechanical controls of the kind we 
are discussing here. Puppets of Assam too have controls of a rudimentary kind. We have 
Controls in use in traditional puppetry elsewhere too. But all these controls operate under 
traditional formulae, each in a different way. As far as controls of the newer kind are 
concemed, it seems to me that they can be assimilated only when a need for them arises in 
terms of the traditional drama. 


Shyam Mali (coming back to his woodpecker puppet}: Look, it works very well with the 
Tabla recording. The strings attached to the puppet are simple. They were adapted from our 
traditional Puppets. For the neck movements, there is a hook fixed in the neck, and a string 
passing through the hook is connected to the control. 
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G. Venu: Shyamji, the movements you showed us now — the bird playing the Tabla, etc. — 
was there a model for you to work from? Or did Samarji create them using his own 
imagination? Did somebody come in from outside the Mandal to help him in this work? 
Shyam Mali: No, the movements were created here. 

B.R. Bhargava: Can your bird move sideways? 

Shyam Mali: Only this forward movement is possible. To make it move sideways, you 
have to turn the whole puppet sideways. We use it only in the Gorayya play, so we don't 
need a sideways movement. - 

It is on the basis of Devilalji’s work that we created this puppet. Our artists worked with 
him as a fraternity, like brothers, and learnt the [nuances of] the art. There was no one who 
put on a superior air or ordered people about. Unless there is such fellow feeling among 
practitioners, nothing can be learned. 

The dancer puppet you see here, we have also used it in our show. Premji will show you 
how it works, to the accompaniment of-the Dholak. [Demonstration follows} 

When he saw a live circus, Devilalji started working on an acrobatic show with puppets 
in the Lok Kala Mandal. [Pointing] You see a swing here; now you will see how this Puppet 
performs on the swing. First, you have to lower the puppet down on the stage and seat it on 
the swing (demonstrates). There is one string on its head. Both the arms are controlled with 
strings. The legs are also controlled likewise. So there are five strings on the puppet. The 
controls are very simple. We have a lot of circus items. It is not possible to show them all 
now, but I will show you one or two acts. . 

These are the circus boy and girl. Two manipulators have to work on this act together 
[demonstrates]. It is not possible to do this work with controls. We have also seen this item 
presented by our traditional puppetcers. Pethaps there were also two of them operating the 
puppets. I don’t remember very well. But they made a good attempt . . . 

There is something special about the joints of this other circus puppet. There are hooks 
on the knees and hooks in the legs too . . . [shows]. There are two strings on the head. There 
is one string for the movement of the hips. There are two strings on the shoulders, — 
the back. Not all the strings are used in every performance. Strings are attached or detac 
depending on the needs of a particular show. The movements of the puppet can be enhanced 
or reduced. cia ter ob ter papers Tiyou 

Over the past few days, you would have got to know quite a There you will find 
want to see other puppets in our collection, please visit our museum. } ar 
various puppets of our own country and also puppets from abroad. he. i 
which we got from a friend in England who is doing very good work — Mr a near’ 
known name in puppetry. He took some of our Rajasthani puppets and gave us 


ia — Je 
i i i also saw Dadiji's puppet — an examp: 
made by himself. I would like to show it to you. You aie fewer the 


of development in advanced controls . . . But it is my 
Strings, the better. 





Venkat Swaminathan (extreme left) watches as A.R. Dattatreya (second from left) 
examines a Tamil Nadu puppet. 


